Opinions by People with Vision Impairment about Wanting or Not Wanting Guide Dogs by Koda, Ph.D., Naoko et al.
International Journal of Orientation & Mobility • Volume 4, Number 1, 2011 21
Opinions by People with Vision 
Impairment about Wanting or Not 
Wanting Guide Dogs
Naoko Koda, Nae Morioka, Masumi Kubo, Takafumi Wada, Akira 
Yoshikawa, Hirofumi Nakamura, and Rinka Shinoda
This article presents the results of a questionnaire about daily living, and particular 
opinions about guide dogs by Japanese people with vision impairment who are 
not guide dog users. Reasons for respondents not applying for guide dogs are 
provided, and suggestions are made to improve the services by Japanese Guide Dog 
Associations. Overall, the majority of respondents were aware of the functions of 
guide dogs, however information about fi nancial assistance and support services 
were unknown. Information about guide dogs and the associated support services 
is required to be presented to potential guide dog users on an individual basis. 
Promotional activities are needed to educate the Japanese public about guide dogs.
Overview
Guide dog users have reported the 
benefi ts of guide dogs not only in terms of 
mobility, but also psychosocially (Lloyd, La 
Grow, Stafford, & Budge, 2008; Steffens 
& Bergler, 1998). Similarly, a retrospective 
study showed that quality of life (QOL) was 
higher when using a guide dog compared to 
using a cane (Ishigami & Tokuda, 2005a). 
In Japan, the Research Committee on Guide 
Dogs (2000) found that 92% of Japanese 
guide dog users were also satisfi ed with their 
dogs.
In Japan the social environment for 
guide dog use has improved over the last 
decade. For example, in 2001, the Welfare 
of Physically Disabled Persons Act was 
introduced, and the guide dog raising service 
was classed as social welfare work. In 2002, 
the Assistance Dogs for Physically Disabled 
Persons Act was passed and the access rights 
of guide dog users were guaranteed. The 
Act was revised in 2008 and a Consultation 
Bureau for Admittance of Guide Dogs was 
initiated. Throughout Japan, the Bureau 
promotes accessibility of assistance dogs 
in public places (Koda & Shimoju, 2008; 
Matsunaka & Koda, 2008). In 2007, Japan 
ratifi ed the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities.
Over the past decade in Japan the number 
of guide dogs has increased gradually, 
and the balance of supply and demand has 
improved. In 2010, 1,073 guide dogs were 
working in Japan (The National Federation 
of All Japan Guide Dog Training Institutions, 
2010). In addition, the number of people 
with vision impairment who wanted guide 
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dogs or were interested in guide dog use 
exceeded the number of available guide 
dogs several times (Research Committee on 
Guide Dogs, 2000). Consequently, Japanese 
Guide Dog Associations have focused on 
increasing the number of guide dogs and 
enriching the follow-up care of users, but 
have not actively sought new users because 
of the shortage of guide dogs. However, 
today, the system has improved and the 
waiting time from application to receiving a 
guide dog has been signifi cantly shortened. 
Despite the increase in guide dogs in 
Japan the majority of potential candidates as 
guide dog users did not apply for guide dogs 
(The National Federation of All Japan Guide 
Dog Training Institutions, 2010). Some 
reasons for the lack of applications from 
potential guide dog users might include fi rst, 
mass media glorifying guide dogs with little 
practical information being provided about 
the dogs day-to-day function as a guide dog 
(Ishigami, Shimomura, & Tokuda, 2002; 
Shimomura, Ishigami, & Tokuda, 2001). 
As a result of the lack of information, 
people might fi nd it diffi cult to understand 
the ways in which a guide dog could be 
usefully integrated into their day-to-day life. 
Second, potential guide dog users might 
not understand the guide dogs’ skill set or 
the ways that a guide dog could benefi t 
their mobility (Ishigami & Tokuda, 2005b). 
Third, Japanese people express signifi cant 
concerns about dog cleanliness which might 
deter people from applying for a guide dog 
(Koda, Kubo, Ishigami, & Furuhashi, 2011; 
Lloyd et al., 1998).
To enhance guide dog services in Japan, 
Guide Dog Associations are required to 
clarify the mobility needs of people with 
vision impairment who want guide dogs, and 
those who do not. In addition, consideration 
is needed about the ways to attract people 
with vision impairment as guide dog users. 
This study attempts to clarify some why 
some respondents who wanted guide dogs 
did not apply for one. Comparisons were 
made between respondents who wanted 
guide dogs and those who did not. Further, 
suggestions for improvements are made to 
enable a smoother guide dog application 
process.
Methodology
PARTICIPANTS
A total of 276 people with vision 
impairment without guide dogs participated 
in this study. Participants were members 
of groups or users of support facilities for 
people with vision impairment who had 
visual disability grade 1 or 2 which was a 
prerequisite for application for guide dog 
use. Data from 268 respondents (175 men 
and 93 women) were analysed. Data from 
eight respondents were excluded from the 
analysis because either they answered less 
than half of all questions or they could not 
be discriminated as potential candidates 
or non-candidates for guide dog use. The 
respondents ranged in age from 20 to 83 
years, with a mean age of 53.71 years (SD 
= 12.77). Most respondents had only a 
vision impairment (86%) with the remaining 
respondents (14%) having such additional 
impairments as internal (5%), hearing 
(4%), ambulatory (3%) and others (2%). 
Most respondents lived with at least one 
other person (81%). Fifty-three percent of 
respondents had received orientation and 
mobility (O&M) training. Frequency of going 
out (e.g., visiting a familiar shopping area) in 
a week was fi ve days or more (41%), three 
or four days (29%), and less than two days 
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(29%). When going out, 62% of respondents 
walked independently using a cane, 33% 
used guide-helpers (trained guides), and 
30% were guided by family members or 
friends. Respondents occupation included 
being self-employed (31%), employees 
(21%), housewives (13%), students (8%) 
and without occupation (25%). 
PROCEDURE
This study followed the tenets of the 
Declaration of Helsinki and the Ethics Codes 
of the Japanese Psychological Association. 
All participants were provided with 
information about the aim of the study and 
were informed that their responses would 
remain anonymous and were for research 
purposes only.
Throughout Japan, staff of group or 
support facilities for people with vision 
impairment were contacted to invite their 
participation in this study. If staff agreed, 
they invited their members with vision 
impairment who fulfi lled the criteria to 
participate in the study.  The questionnaire 
was distributed to the participants via email, 
Braille or literal text (face-to-face interview) 
by the staff of the groups and facilities they 
attended. The multiple-choice questionnaire 
consisted of three parts namely: Part A: 
demographics and daily living, Part B: 
opinions about guide dogs, and Part C: 
quality of life (QOL). Part A: Regarding 
the participants demographics and daily 
living, they indicated: (i) their gender (ii) 
their age (iii) whether or not they had any 
impairments other than vision impairment 
(iv) whether or not they lived alone (v) 
whether or not they had kept dogs (vi) from 
which media they sourced information 
about guide dogs (e.g., television, radio) 
(vii) whether or not they had attended O&M 
training (viii) their frequency of going out 
in a week (ix) whether or not they were 
accompanied when they went out (x) their 
occupation. Regarding Part B: opinions 
about guide dogs, respondents indicated: (i) 
whether or not they wanted a guide dog (ii) 
their knowledge about guide dogs (modifi ed 
questions from Ishigami & Tokuda, 2003) 
(iii) advantages and disadvantages of guide 
dog use (modifi ed questions from the 
Research Committee on Guide Dogs, 2000). 
Regarding Part C: QOL, respondents used a 
5-point rating scale (5: agree, 4: somewhat 
agree, 3: neutral, 2: somewhat disagree, 
1: disagree) of QOL measurement which 
extracted 16 items from eight subscales in 
the QOL Measurement Scale for the Visually 
Impaired (Ishigami & Tokuda, 2005a).
ANALYSIS
Regarding guide dog use, the participants 
who answered “I want to use now” and “I 
want to use in the future” were classifi ed 
as potential candidates, and the participants 
who answered “I wanted to use one, but I 
do not want to use one now”, “I do not want 
to use” and “I do not know” were classifi ed 
as non-candidates. To compare between 
potential candidates and non-candidates, χ2 
tests or Fisher’s exact probability tests when 
the expected values were less than 5 were 
performed for each question item except 
for QOL scores, for which t-tests were 
performed.
Results
There were 45 (17%) potential candidates 
for guide dog use and 223 (83%) non-
candidates. A greater percentage of potential 
guide dog candidates (76%) had kept dogs 
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than non-candidates (48%, χ2 (1, N = 267) = 
11.24, p < .001). 
Many respondents sourced information 
about guide dogs through such media as the 
TV, radio, word of mouth, and the internet. A 
signifi cantly high number of non-candidates 
sourced information from the TV and radio 
(Table 1). 
Table 2 shows respondents extent of 
knowledge about guide dogs and desire 
for guide dog use. More than 60% of the 
respondents knew about guide dogs in many 
items. However, many respondents did not 
know from where they could apply for guide 
dogs; that there was fi nancial aid to assist the 
maintenance of guide dogs; that there was a 
consultation bureau for users, and follow-up 
care. The χ2 tests were not signifi cant in any 
items regarding desire for guide dog use.
Table 3 shows the percentage of 
respondents who anticipated advantages and 
disadvantages of using a guide dog. There 
was a relationship between anticipated 
advantages and desire for guide dog use. 
Signifi cantly more potential candidates chose 
the most advantageous items. Although 
respondents who expected unrealistic 
advantages of a guide dog were limited, 
for example, a guide dog would provide 
personal care similar to service dogs for 
ambulatory impaired people, signifi cantly 
more potential candidates chose the item 
as an advantage. In terms of disadvantages 
of using a guide dog, signifi cantly more 
potential candidates chose the item “long 
waiting time after application”. Also 
signifi cantly more non-candidates chose the 
item “dog care” and “dislike dogs”. 
Table 4 shows comparisons of QOL 
scores between potential candidates and 
non-candidates. Respondents scored 
relatively high on QOL items. However, 
respondents tended to be concerned about 
aging, be dissatisfi ed with road conditions, 
and believed there were insuffi cient social 
activities in which they could engage. The 
potential candidates believed more strongly 
than the non-candidates on three items in the 
subscale of Lifestyle, i.e., “I feel that I have 
received some new benefi ts as a result of my 
disability”, “I am proud of myself despite 
my disease or disability” and “I am aware of 
accepting my disability”.
Factors such as whether or not respondents 
lived with anyone (χ2 (1, N = 267) = 0.03, p 
> .05), whether or not they attended walking 
Table 1. Percentage of people with vision impairment who sourced information about guide dogs 
through various media.
Potential candidates Non-candidates χ2 P
TV 71 84 4.43 < .05
Radio 62 77 4.39 < .05
Word of mouth 73 71 0.08 Ns
Internet 64 61 0.14 Ns
Newspaper 11 19 1.54 Ns
Magazine 18 16 0.07 Ns
Others 13 8 1.56 Ns
df = 1
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training (χ2 (1, N = 264) = 1.55, p > .05), and 
frequency of going out in a week (χ2 (1, N 
= 267) = 0.83, p > .05) did not signifi cantly 
infl uence the desire for guide dog use.
Discussion
The majority of respondents in this study 
was relatively young, employed, and went out 
on a daily basis compared with the national 
statistics on overall population of Japanese 
with vision impairment (Ministry of Health, 
Labour, and Welfare, 2006). Although 
approximately half of the respondents had 
attended O&M training, many of them 
went out daily and independently using a 
cane. However, some respondents were 
not always satisfi ed with their mobility 
situation since there is an element of risk 
of being struck by traffi c and pedestrians 
when walking near roads or on footpaths 
in Japan. Some respondents thought that 
Table 2. Percentage of people with vision impairment who knew about guide dogs. 
Potential 
candidates Non-candidates χ
2
Access rights of guide dog users are legally guaranteed in 
transportation and public facilities. 91 94 *
While guide dogs are working, people must not call or 
stroke them. 84 90 *
Guide dogs cannot guide people with vision impairment 
when the user only states the name of the required 
destination. 93 86 1.77 
Guide dogs have been trained to control excrement. 84 85 0.02 
People with vision impairment must attend joint training for 
about four weeks before receiving a guide dog. 84 83 0.03 
The guide dogs’ main work is to walk on the side of the 
road, stop at road corners, and avoid obstacles. 91 82 2.42 
Guide dogs occasionally make mistakes. 84 81 0.34 
Guide dogs retire from 10 to 12 years of age. 76 73 0.12 
Guide dogs do not warn people with vision impairment by 
barking in case of danger. 76 69 0.75 
Guide dogs cannot discriminate colours of traffi c lights. 69 66 0.11 
The Assistance Dogs for Physically Disabled Persons Act 
was passed as law. 67 62 0.37 
Guide dogs are lent free of charge from most of the guide 
dog associations. 62 62 0.00 
Users can take consultations when using guide dogs. 69 57 2.21 
Users know where to apply for a guide dog. 47 39 0.81 
Some administrative agencies offer users fi nancial aid for 
accessing a guide dog and preventive medicine. 38 40 0.07 
df = 1
*Fischer’s exact probability test
all ps > .05
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Potential 
candidates Non-candidates χ2 p
Advantage
Widening activity range 82 48 17.22 < .001
Safer and faster walk 69 50 5.24 < .05
Relief 62 45 4.53 < .05
Going out whenever I like 73 40 16.87 < .001
Enjoyment of daily life 71 32 24.41 < .001
Alleviation of loneliness 56 35 7.02 < .01
Alleviation of stress when going out 67 29 23.70 < .001
Increase number of acquaintances 38 33 0.43 ns
Physical health 42 28 3.44 ns
Life worth living 60 20 30.22 < .001
Easier to travel to work/school 47 20 14.15 < .001
Independence 49 19 17.87 < .001
Personal care by guide dogs like the care provided by 
service dogs for people who are ambulatory impaired 7 4 * < .01
None 0 3 * ns
None 2 25 11.41 < .001
Disadvantage
Dog care 44 61 3.98 < .05
Painful end of partnership at death or retirement 51 47 0.30 ns
Expensive 53 43 1.46 ns
Concern about negative attitudes from others 36 31 0.30 ns
Concern about the users discipline skills 27 33 0.64 ns
Small house 38 30 0.92 ns
Burden on family members 33 31 0.10 ns
Mess in home by dog hair, smell, etc 22 32 1.64 ns
Too busy to attend joint training before getting a guide 
dog 33 29 0.39 ns
Refusal of renting a house 29 23 0.75 ns
Long waiting time after application 36 13 13.63 < .001
Dislike dogs 4 18 5.16 < .05
Poor performance of guide dogs 20 13 1.29 ns
Old age and health problems of user 11 14 0.25 ns
Refusal of access in work place 18 12 1.06 ns
Too dependent on guide dogs 16 10 * ns
Allergy to dog hair 7 12 1.12 ns
Table 3. Percentage of people with vision impairment who indicated advantages and 
disadvantages of guide dogs. 
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guide dogs would help make their walking 
safer and faster without another person’s 
help and alleviate anxiety. Some respondents 
expected not only mobility benefi ts, but also 
psychosocial benefi ts of guide dogs (Lloyd, 
La Grow, Stafford, & Budge, 2008; Steffens 
& Bergler, 1998). It is quite reasonable that 
more potential candidates for guide dog use 
appreciated the advantages of using guide 
dogs. Most of the respondents knew that users 
are required to take care of guide dogs and 
that guide dogs do not work like service dogs 
for people who are ambulatory impaired.
The percentage of potential candidates 
for guide dog use was similar to that of 10 
years ago (Research Committee on Guide 
Dogs, 2000). Thus, in spite of improvements 
in the social environment for guide dog use, 
attitudes of people with vision impairment 
toward guide dogs appear unchanged. 
Respondents’ frequency of going out did not 
relate to whether or not they wanted a guide 
dog. Therefore, it might be a possibility 
that people with vision impairment who 
participate in social activities, attend groups 
or support facilities might also be interested 
in using a guide dog.
More than 60% of the respondents 
were familiar with many of the guide dog-
related items. Hence, it might be that many 
respondents decided not to apply for a guide 
dog after receiving information about them. 
However, even if respondents were familiar 
with the functions of guide dogs, there were 
still many respondents who did not know 
about the various support systems when 
using them. It appears then that additional 
information about support systems for 
guide dog users is necessary and a system is 
required to ensure the necessary information 
is provided to potential guide dog users.
Regarding respondents’ consideration of 
the disadvantages of using a guide dog, more 
potential candidates believed there would 
be a long waiting time after application 
until receiving a guide dog. Waiting time 
is signifi cantly shorter today compared 
to waiting times during the last decade. 
However, this was not understood among 
respondents with vision impairment who 
were not guide dog users. It is recommended 
that Guide Dog Associations provide guide 
dog applicants with learning tools in advance 
while they wait for guide dog training. For 
example, it is recommended that guide 
dog users learn handler manners to ensure 
access rights of dog users and to achieve 
social harmony (Koda & Matsunaka, 2008; 
Matsunaka & Koda, 2008). 
Respondents were concerned about the 
care and discipline of guide dogs and guide 
dogs annoying other people. Caring for a 
Potential 
candidates Non-candidates χ2 p
Reduction in activity range 4 12 * ns
Without occupation 7 6 * ns
Others 2 4 * ns
None 2 11 * < .05
df = 1
*Fischer’s exact probability test
Table 3. Percentage of people with vision impairment who indicated advantages and 
disadvantages of guide dogs — continued. 
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Potential 
candidates Non-candidates
Item M SD M SD df t p
Health
I am healthy. 3.96 1.22 3.91 1.11 266 0.22 ns
I have little mental tension such as irritation 
and stress. 3.27 1.37 3.29 1.34 266 0.11 ns
Personal relationship
I have persons who understand my disease or 
disability. 4.29 0.99 4.13 1.03 266 0.92 ns
I have family members or friends who 
support me. 4.51 0.87 4.42 0.97 257 0.58 ns
Family
I have few quarrels in my family. 4.11 1.15 4.03 1.12 266 0.43 ns
Lifestyle
I feel that I have received some new benefi ts 
as a result of my disability. 4.38 1.11 3.68 1.36 266 3.24 < .01
I am proud of myself despite my disease or 
disability. 4.11 1.03 3.63 1.28 74 2.75 < .01
I am respected by others. 3.09 1.10 2.89 1.04 266 1.17 ns
I do not have concern about my old age. 2.89 1.63 2.45 1.40 266 1.85 ns
I am a useful person for others. 3.38 1.17 3.20 1.18 266 0.94 ns
I am aware of accepting my disability. 4.20 0.92 3.81 1.22 79 2.46 < .01
Social environment
I can travel to work/school without diffi culty. 3.02 1.36 2.78 1.39 266 1.09 ns
Roads are arranged for people with vision 
impairment to access the community safely. 2.07 1.16 2.08 1.11 266 0.05 ns
Work
I have work worth doing or suitable work. 3.07 1.47 3.13 1.48 266 0.26 ns
Social participation
I can participate in social activities organised 
by volunteers and others. 2.49 1.71 2.85 1.61 266 1.35 ns
Leisure time
I have hobbies which I do enthusiastically. 3.84 1.49 3.82 1.35 266 0.13 n.s.
Table 4. Quality of Life (QOL) scores of people with vision impairment.
guide dog often enables users to become 
master of the dog,’ promotes self-esteem, 
and strengthens attachment to their dog. 
However, many of the respondents were aged 
in their 50s and 60s, and appeared to believe 
they would experience diffi culty in caring 
for and controlling a guide dog because of 
age-related factors and vision impairment. 
It might be relevant to note that only 27% 
of people with vision impairment without a 
guide dog have attended daily living training 
in Japan (Research Committee on Guide 
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Dogs, 2000).  Hence, it might be important 
to recommend to potential guide dog users 
that they attend daily living training in 
advance of receiving further advice about 
guide dog services. Daily living training 
might increase potential guide dog users’ 
belief in their ability to care for and control 
a guide dog. 
In addition, respondents reported having 
good personal relationships that might assist 
them to gain support from others and access 
information from Guide Dog Associations 
regarding the ways to care and control a 
guide dog. Guide Dog Associations could 
easily provide potential guide dog users 
with information about various products 
and techniques developed to assist in the 
care of guide dogs. Many Japanese people 
experience strong unpleasant feelings 
toward other dogs particularly touching 
substances excreted by dogs (Koda & 
Negayama, 2006). Therefore, knowledge 
about products to deal with issues such as this 
is important. Examples of products include 
the ‘bag and belt’ to dispose of excrement 
without soiling the hands or surroundings; 
and the dog coat that prevents dog hair 
attaching to other people, or falling in public 
environments that should be kept clean. 
At the same time as providing information 
about products to assist in the care of guide 
dogs other concurrent necessities include: 
(i) improvements in the quality of guide 
dogs, (ii) promoting guide dog user control 
and (iii) public education about the benefi ts 
of guide dogs as well as their ability to 
occasionally make mistakes (Ishigami & 
Tokuda, 2005b; Matsunaka & Koda, 2008). 
Irrespective of the desire for guide dog use, 
nearly half of the respondents anticipated a 
painful end to the partnership due to death 
or retirement of the guide dog. It is often 
the case that users experience distress at the 
end of a partnership. To alleviate of some of 
the distress, Guide Dog Associations might 
develop a smoother retirement process of 
the guide dog partnership. For example, the 
guide dog user might choose the retirement 
environment for the dog preferably as a 
much loved pet. Further, contact could be 
maintained between the user and the retired 
dog; and Guide Dog Associations could 
maintain a relationship with the users as 
trusted user consultants (Nicholson, Kemp-
Wheeler, & Griffi ths, 1995). Moreover, as 
McNicholas and Collis (1995) pointed out 
regarding pet loss, user self help groups 
would be benefi cial to people who feel a 
sense of loss after the separation with their 
guide dogs.
The potential candidates in the present 
study accepted their disabilities and had more 
positive attitudes toward their lives than the 
non-candidates. In fact positive attitudes 
toward their life were reported from the time 
potential candidates began to think about 
guide dog use. This fi nding was in contrast 
to Ishigami & Tokuda’s (2005a) study that 
found higher QOL scores when participants 
were actually using a guide dog rather than 
when using a cane. To infl uence positive 
attitudes toward life by people with vision 
impairment and thereby potentially become 
guide dog users, it might be benefi cial for 
Guide Dog Associations to liaise with 
ophthalmological hospitals, rehabilitation 
facilities, and local administrative agencies 
about the importance of promoting positive 
attitudes. These institutions might then 
reinforce the importance of positive attitudes 
in their education and consultation processes 
with people with vision impairment.
To attract a greater number of people 
who might benefi t from using a guide dog, 
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Guide Dog Associations should construct 
new support systems. In addition, existing 
support and information have not been 
distributed among people with vision 
impairment without guide dogs. Many 
people with vision impairment without 
guide dogs used TV, radio, word of mouth, 
and internet as sources of information. 
Information from experienced users and 
mass media play an important role for people 
with vision impairment to develop an interest 
in guide dog use (Research Committee on 
Guide Dogs, 2000). It seems important 
to promote individual consultations for 
people with vision impairment who are 
interested in guide dog use. Further, it seems 
important to provide through the mass 
media, correct information about guide dog 
use, as well as attaining cooperation from 
Guide Dog Associations and guide dog 
user organisations to deliver a consistently 
positive and correct message about guide 
dog use (Koda, et al., 2011). 
The fi ndings of this study are limited and 
generalisation to a wider population should 
be cautioned. First, participants and fi ndings 
were limited to the Japanese culture. 
Second, biases might have occurred in data 
collection since some staff of the groups and 
facilities were required to conduct face-to-
face interviews although were untrained to 
do so. Third, a broader range of QOL items 
might have provided further insight and 
information about the participants. Further 
studies are needed to confi rm the fi ndings 
with more reliable methods and participants 
from a variety of cultural backgrounds.
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